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Introduction



This book is about the spiritual beliefs and practices of various people that I came to know in Rio de Janeiro beginning in 1986. These people, who come from all walks of life, all colors and classes, practice a religion that most North Americans would find strange, even bizarre. It is a religion in which the spirits of old slaves and Brazilian Indians speak through the mouths of mediums in trance.1 It is a religion that worships African gods but often calls them by the names of Catholic Saints, and it is a religion that embraces the concepts of karma and reincarnation, Christian charity, and a belief in the efficacy of both modern science and ancient magic. Through numerous journeys to Rio spanning nearly a decade—the longest visit, in 1990–91, lasting over a year, with others of two and three months at a time—I had the opportunity to spend countless hours attending rituals and festivals, talking to participants and non-participants alike, asking questions, and immersing myself in a world that to this day enchants, disturbs, delights, and fascinates me.

The religion is known as Umbanda. That simple statement is barely on the page, and I already need to qualify it. Most of the people I know who practice Umbanda, when asked their religion, will answer: Sou católica (I am Catholic). Indeed, many of the people who come to Umbanda do not do so to worship and do not exhibit religious attitudes such as awe, reverence, and wonder. They come, instead, hoping that those spirits of old slaves and Brazilian Indians will use their powers to fix the problems in their lives. But for many other people, Umbanda is the path to a rich and deep spiritual life, a fellowship of faith and service, and a guiding star in a sometimes dark and difficult world. And, as we will see, Umbanda takes many forms; referring to it in the singular masks differences as striking as day and night.

Umbanda is a relatively new religion, dating to the first decade or so of the twentieth century. Its beginnings are to be found in Rio de Janeiro and that city’s surrounding urban areas. There, many Afro-Brazilians—some the descendents of slaves, others ex-slaves finally freed by the abolition act of 1888—practiced versions of the religions brought by them and their ancestors from Africa. These Afro-Brazilian religions, which if anything are now stronger and more vital and popular than ever before, faced police oppression and were stigmatized as superstitious, immoral, and, most damning of all in such a racist environment, as legacies of “barbaric” Africa. At this same time, a French import called espiritismo (spiritism) enjoyed wide popularity among the well to do (and white) elite. When innovators combined elements of Afro-Brazilian religions and espiritismo, Umbanda was born.2 It proved to be highly adaptable. During the twentieth century, Umbanda grew tremendously in popularity, attracting millions of participants, mainly in Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo, but also in other urban areas throughout the country.3

In writing this book, I seek to accomplish three tasks. First, I seek to place the spiritual beliefs and practices that I observed within the broader contexts of Brazilian culture and history. How has the contested, ambivalent, and lingering drama of race and racism shaped Umbanda? What do these spirits of old slaves and Brazilian Indians (and cowboys, criminals, innocent children, and charming ladies of the night, among other characters) tell us about the Brazilian myths of national identity and history, and how do they speak to the realities of contemporary life? Second, I locate Umbanda within the lives of those who practice it, to answer such questions as: What brings people to Umbanda? What does it mean to them, what does it do for them, how does it change their lives? And, finally, I describe this world or, rather, these worlds of Umbanda that so enchant, disturb, delight, and fascinate me. These three tasks are not at all separable, really. Those who practice it live within the imagined worlds Umbanda creates; those worlds are constructed within and against historical and cultural contexts, and through the agency of those who live in them.

My approach has been local, ethnographic, experiential, and personal. This is not a comprehensive account of Umbanda by any means; even if such an account were possible, I am not the one to write it. Instead, I focus on what I saw, heard, and experienced over the course of a decade of research. These experiences immersed me in worlds of spirits and forces, rhythms and songs, prayers and magic, power and whimsy. I have tried to give readers some sense of those imagined, image-filled worlds because, in large measure, these are what Umbanda is, and is about. Too often, in my view, we anthropologists, in our (necessary) efforts at constructing generalized models of structures and patterns, flatten these worlds and drain the very blood out of the life we have been privileged to witness.4 Theoretically, my approach is informed by phenomenologists, such as Edmund Husserl, Martin Heidegger, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, in taking lived, first person experience as both the point of departure for and the eventual destination of inquiry. It is also grounded in what the anthropologist Michael Jackson, following the lead of the American pragmatic philosopher and psychologist William James, called “radical empiricism.”5 Empiricism posits an observer, objectively looking out upon a field of events that exists independently of her or his presence. Radical empiricism turns this notion on its head. I have no doubt as to the independent existence of what I observe but, in the spirit of radical empiricism, I know that my observations cannot help but be filtered through my own subjectivity; that I am not only an observer, but a participant whose presence certainly affects events; and, finally, that whatever generalizations we can make about the world—or about Umbanda—our observations are always grounded in particular moments, particular places, particular points of view. Thus, this is not so much a catalogue of Umbanda beliefs and practices as it is a reflective account of my encounter with them.

But this book is not just a glimpse, however vivid or not, of the Umbanda experience. It is also a work of anthropological analysis. The spiritual beliefs and practices I observed, the enchanted worlds I was led into, are social facts, the products of historical forces and cultural contexts, and as an anthropologist it is my job to explicate those. The historical forces include slavery, the persistence of racism, and inequalities of wealth and power. The cultural contexts include symbols, myths, memories, habits, and tastes, that whole web of meaning in which all human life is captured. Here my goal has been not so much to “explain” Umbanda, but more to “read” it, to make sense of it, to interpret what I observed and experienced. I call that “anthropological analysis”; what it boils down to is: this is what I saw, this is what (I think) it means, and why.6

As social facts—a concept I take from Emile Durkheim, one of the founding figures of modern sociology and anthropology—these spiritual beliefs and practices have force, like the facts of economy or geography or physics.7 A spirit may have no material weight, and to a skeptic no reality whatsoever, but to one who believes, a spirit is a real and weighty fact, one to be taken into account. While I carry through with Durkheim’s suggestion that the goal of analysis is to abstract these social facts from their individual manifestations, to inductively arrive at the underlying rules and categories of Umbanda belief and practice, I am equally concerned to show how these social facts of belief and practice play out, and are played with, in the lives of Umbandistas. Mine is a two-fisted anthropology: One the one hand, analytic social science; on the other, humanistic description.

In writing this book I have been guided by four major assumptions. The first is the familiar view that religion, Umbanda included, serves important cognitive and normative functions or, in simpler language, provides a description of how the world (or the cosmos, if you prefer) is and how human beings ought to be within it. This perspective was most elegantly presented by Clifford Geertz in an essay that has become a touchstone in the anthropology of religion. Geertz’s perspective risks overemphasis on beliefs at the expense of ritual and practice—a persistent bias in religious studies—but Umbanda does in fact spin forth an elaborate cosmology, and so I pay much attention to it while paying full attention to ritual and practice.8

The second assumption is that Umbanda is indeed practice, an arena for active doing. Through Umbanda real people deal with the real concerns of life. People seek out the spirits for help with sickness, romance, and employment, protection from rivals, relief from emotional pain, and all kinds of practical, concrete problems. But in addition, many, like religious seekers everywhere, look to Umbanda for meaning, a way to live, shelter from the storm, a community within which to be and to do, a space for what we might call self-actualization. These doings and projects, therefore, are for me a major concern.

The third assumption I call “phenomenological.” William James, the psychologist and philosopher I referred to earlier regarding radical empiricism, wrote a book entitled The Variety of Religious Experience.9 The phrase underlines the experiential dimension of religion. Beliefs and rituals, worldviews and ethics, projects and practice are all important, but religion is something people experience. It is felt, smelled, heard, sung, danced; it is poetry, metaphor, moods, emotions, ecstasy, and terror.10 It is lived and, when we ignore the shape and texture of experience, we turn religion into an abstraction. Umbanda is not an abstraction for those who live it; it is enveloping experience, and it comes in a variety of forms. This book conveys the variety of religious experiences I encountered in Umbanda.

The fourth assumption is sociological. Religion is belief, it is ritual, it is practice, it is experience, but these always occur within social and historical contexts. The great sociologist Max Weber, with his sweeping and yet nuanced examination of how religions such as Hinduism and Calvinist Protestantism are shaped by, and shape, economy, politics, ideology, and social institutions is the model, acknowledged or not, for practically every sociological or anthropological discussion of religion since.11 My efforts are in comparison quite limited, but I do believe that Umbanda must be approached as the product of a society that knew slavery, knows racism, exhibits great inequalities of wealth and power, and has undergone tremendous change during Umbanda’s century or so of existence. And further, I believe that the “doings and projects” of the people I discuss relate not only to their personal, private contexts, but to the larger social contexts within which they live their lives.

Umbanda, as I have said, takes strikingly different forms and is practiced by a wide range of people: black, white, and in between; rich, poor, and in between. In doing my ethnographic research I sampled the range of this diversity. One of the people you will meet is Dona Luciana, an Umbanda priestess from an old and wealthy family, who, when I first met her in 1986 presided over a small group of Umbandistas, all white and middle class, who met weekly in her apartment.12 I spent some time with another small group (members of the Tent of Tupinambá, named for one of the Indian spirits), mostly black and brown and lower income, in the sprawling slum of Rocinha. At yet another, much larger center, the House of Father John (Father John is the spirit of an old slave, mythical founder of the center), participants and visitors ranged from the wealthy—a lawyer, a highly successful businessman and his family, among others—through the middle and working classes, to the very poor. And at the House of Saint Benedict (the patron saint of Black slaves, I was told), participants were all white, the well-off members of the professional and commercial upper middle class.

These groups also represent an important dimension of ritual and aesthetic diversity in Umbanda. The House of Father John and the Tent of Tupinambá exemplify the African roots of Umbanda. Yoruban and Angolan words pepper many of the songs that praise and call down the spirits, while some are sung entirely in these African languages (which no one at either place speaks). African drums and African rhythms summon the spirits, and the African gods—the orixás—are celebrated in annual festivals and nourished with the blood of sacrificial birds and animals. But there are no drums at the House of Saint Benedict; drums, they say there, are “primitive,” blood sacrifice a “barbaric” practice. The orixás are redefined; at the House of Saint Benedict, they are conceived of as pure frequencies of spiritual energy, not the mythical deities of an African homeland. Between these two poles, closer really to the House of Saint Benedict, is the Umbanda of Dona Luciana. There are no drums, but that is because she practices in her apartment; drums would disturb the neighbors. But years ago, when she had her own Umbanda center in a large house, she had drummers. She celebrates the orixás, and makes offerings to them—but there are no blood sacrifices, no throats are cut, the offerings instead are of flowers and ribbons, champagne and rosewater. This polarity, between what I will call Afro-Brazilian Umbanda and White Umbanda (the latter term used by those who practice it), is a major focus of my anthropological analysis, and in it I “read” ideologies of race, racism, and antiracism in the ritual aesthetics and spiritual discourse of Umbanda. At the same time, of course, I connect these readings to the social positioning of participants.13

This book is written, for the most part, at a very local, personal scale. That is the scale at which I learned about how Umbanda works, and what it means, in the lives of the individuals I came to know, and it is at that scale that I tell their stories. It is from that location that Umbanda is experienced, by participants and by me; and it is only on that scale, detailed and concrete, that I, as a writer, can hope to convey what it looks and feels and sounds like. I have largely built this book around vignettes: my stories and participants’ stories. I hope this makes it vivid and engaging, but I also chose this strategy for epistemological reasons, based on a realistic conception of the limits of anthropological observation. I cannot pretend that I achieved anywhere close to a thorough sampling of Umbanda. I saw what I saw because I happened to be where I was when I saw it. I’ll never know what I didn’t see when I wasn’t there at the thousands of Umbanda centers I never visited. I learned a tremendous amount from a relatively small number of people who, due to their unique constellations of temperament, experience, loquacity, reflectivity, and the simple fact of liking me (or at least finding me interesting), enjoyed telling me their stories and teaching me what they knew. I heard far less from those more numerous people who were reticent or from the (hopefully) few who found me off-putting. Of course, what I saw and heard and experienced was filtered through who I am, through the baggage and biases and preconceptions that anyone acquires growing up in their culture and that the anthropologist hopefully becomes aware of through experience and critical reflection. My observations were not only filtered, but affected, by my presence: certainly no less than and probably far more so than with physics, in anthropology the act of observation affects what is observed.14 And certainly I cannot tell all I saw; to write, a writer must select what she or he thinks counts. I believe this partiality and subjectivity is true of most anthropological fieldwork; we are just witnesses at ground level. We can pretend to objectivity, to distance, to the eagle eye view of the social scientist, but it’s really just pretend for most of us, certainly in my case.15 Hopefully, by writing at a personal scale, you will get a sense of where I might see clearly and where possibly not; a sense of what counts to me and what might not. I rely on you to read this for what it is, not the big book of Umbanda, but simply my book of my journeys within Umbanda. So, here is some of what I saw, some of what I experienced, some of what I was told, and some of what I make of it.


CHAPTER 1

The Invisible World


There is the material, and there is the spiritual; in Umbanda we work with the spiritual, on the side of good, in the path of light and truth, serving our guides, the messengers from the Beyond, above all our greatest guide Jesus Christ, Oxalá.1

Those were the words of Hector, as I remember them now, twenty-two years later. Hector, himself a guide and messenger from Beyond (indeed, Hector, who spoke through my friend Ronaldo, identified himself as an ancient Greek mariner from some few thousand years ago), had interesting things to say about the spiritual, how it differed from the material. For example, in the spiritual dimension, the limitations of time and space and physics that rule our material lives do not apply. Hector could be there, at that moment, in Brazil, and at the same time a continent away giving healing energy to an ailing relative of mine, and, still in that same moment, feeling the salt breeze of the Aegean three thousand years ago. “The material and the spiritual are radically different, but they coexist, indeed they are intimately linked,” Hector said. Take the body. Your body, he explained, is material, composed of water and various elements, arranged into tissues and organs according to instructions coded in the DNA, following the plan of the creator; it is visible, palpable, material, and mortal. Coexistent with that material body is a spiritual body, invisible to the material eye, without substance, yet just as real, and vulnerable to spiritual injury and contamination, just as the material body is vulnerable to germs and traffic accidents. The two are separate—indeed, the spiritual body survives the death of the material body, returning at that moment to its true home, the astral—and yet, in life, the spiritual body and the material body are intimately linked. Spiritual pathology can sicken the body, make the mind nervous, the heart depressed; diseases of the body can affect the spirit, leaving it in need of cleansing and strengthening. And Hector would go on to talk about the astral, the realm of pure spirit and vibration, where one goes after leaving this material existence, if only to eventually return to this vale of tears.

This chapter presents a brief sketch of Umbanda cosmology. I write it uneasily, because I know that my sketch is partial and because I know that it is a sketch of an abstraction, a composite. There is no one, authoritative source of Umbanda cosmology. “Cosmology” is such a grand word, and indeed it denotes a grand thing, a theory of how the universe is, where we fit in, where it is all going. I’m tempted to present it as such, as a grand, abstract, unified system. But that misleads; that is not how Umbanda cosmology looks on the ground, but rather how it looks to a certain cast of mind. Different Umbandistas say different things, at different times, for different reasons, about what Hector calls the spiritual. Even the same Umbandista can say different things, even contradictory things, about the shape and purpose and ultimate meaning of the cosmos, from one context to the next—for example, she might at one moment refer to the African god Ogum as Saint George and, in the next, as a vibration and a force of nature, having nothing at all to do with the Catholic saint. I suspect much of the cosmology goes unsaid, implicit in Umbanda practices. So what I present here is a sketch, a bricolage, made up from bits and pieces of what people have explicitly said and implied, and from what I have inferred from their sayings and doings. It is a sketch that comes from sketches, from the etchings of what I have understood or thought I understood from what I have seen and heard. Anyone can contradict it, and anyone would be right to do so, because I am sure that for much of what I present, alternate interpretations can be found. But that can’t be helped. I present my sketch of Umbanda cosmology, inferred from sketches, in sketches.2

A SPANISH DANCER

“¡Buenas noches! ¡Buenas Noches! ¡Ha, Ha, Ha!”

Peals of laughter cascaded from the open door of Dona Luciana’s bedroom, washing over the handful of guests waiting in the living room. A middle-aged woman stood and shook out the hems of her designer jeans; another, I noticed, squeezed her eyes closed and quickly mouthed a silent wish. More high pitched laughter, a clickety-clack of wood on wood, and Ronaldo appeared at the bedroom door.

“Mari-Carmen has arrived, and she wishes to greet everyone in this house.” With that, Ronaldo stepped aside, bowed with a sweeping gesture of his left arm, as if to clear the way, and ducked back as Dona Luciana, dressed in a tight, fancy, old yellow silk dress, Spanish leather shoes, a yellow rose in her hair, rings on her fingers, and castanets in her hands came twirling through the doorway and into the living room, heels clicking like tap shoes on the wooden floor. “¡Buenas noches! ¡Ha, Ha Ha! ¡Bienvenidos amigos! Mari-Carmen está lista para servir a mis amigos aqui esta noche!” (Good evening! Ha, Ha, Ha! Mari-Carmen is ready to serve my friends here tonight!).

Mari-Carmen, who visits the home of Dona Luciana on the first Monday of every month, is a spirit of the kind known as pomba-gira. Some say that the name pomba-gira comes from a Bantu word bombomgira, which refers to the class of spirits known as exus. In Portuguese, a pomba is a pigeon, and gira, in the parlance of Afro-Brazilian religion, is the circle dance with drumming and singing that celebrates and calls down the spirits and the African gods. Pomba, in regional slang, is also a euphemism for the vulva. So the name resonates on multiple levels.

The allusion to the vulva is certainly apt. Pomba-giras are female entities, the spirits of women—some were prostitutes; all have life stories placing them outside the boundaries of strict Catholic morality and bourgeois propriety. When they visit Umbanda centers, their mediums put on fancy dresses, usually red and black, and glittery costume jewelry. The pomba-giras are ribald, sexy in a campy way. They flirt, they wink, they vamp; their speech is peppered with double entendres and euphemisms. They laugh easily and often and, when they laugh, it is said that one should make a wish, which makes for lots of wishes in a pomba-gira session. Though they do neither at Dona Luciana’s, in many Umbanda centers the pomba-giras drink and smoke. The drink is usually false champagne; the popping of a cork brings peals of laughter from the spirits. Many smoke regular, commercial, filter-tipped cigarettes, sometimes through an elegant holder, stylish and sexy in an old-movie kind of way. There are variations; there are a few pomba-giras who swig cachaça, a raw, pungent, cheap, and potent rum; one of my favorite pomba-giras puffs on very thin, long cigars, while another, the loudest laugher of any I’ve met, smokes two or three or more cigarettes at once. Sometimes she even uses both hands, two cigarettes between the index and middle fingers of her left hand, two more in her right, puffing away at a manic rate.

As I say, pomba-giras have life stories. Most are set in Brazil, either in colonial times or in the nineteenth century. Mari-Carmen’s story is not. Mari-Carmen hails from Andalusia—that is why she greets us in Spanish. Mari-Carmen was a flamenco dancer, a young woman of the night, of parties and gaiety and sensuality. Tragically, she fell in love with a man from the right side of the tracks, a young aristocrat, “almost a prince” as she puts it. Their love was passionate and true, but of course he had to marry within his rank. Mari-Carmen, heart broken, turned to drink and affairs—she might have even had an abortion, she’s hinted at it a few times—and died in the dregs. Mari-Carmen’s story is unique, but it follows a common pattern: a basically good woman, corrupted (in part by factors beyond her control), winds up on the path to ruin. The road to ruin seems to be paved with good parties, boisterous fun, cachaça, champagne, cigarettes, lusty sex, and other transgressive delights. But of course it ends badly, a nod no doubt to conventional morality, which pomba-gira mocks. The party girl must pay the price. That is why pomba-gira comes to Umbanda: to earn redemption, to evolve morally and spiritually (which are really the same), a central tenet of Umbanda practice and belief. But before discussing this aspect of pomba-gira, we must first place her within Umbanda’s cast of spiritual characters.

VISITORS FROM THE BEYOND

In Umbanda belief, every living person has a spirit, and this spirit survives the death of the body. While Umbandistas often define the spirit in abstract terms, for example as a vibration with its own unique frequency, the spirits manifested in the performances of mediums are far from abstract; they exhibit personalities; they are endowed with emotions, life histories, values, moral qualities, quirks, mannerisms of speech and gesture, and names.

The spirits of the dead or the not yet born reside in the realm of pure nonmateriality. Some of my friends referred to this as the além, the “Beyond” (as in “beyond the grave”), others as the astral, or plano astral (astral plane). Ronaldo described it as a kind of parallel universe, no “place” in particular, but everywhere, simultaneously. On the other hand, Umbandistas, including Ronaldo, often endow this realm with spatiality, with location; for example, in a number of hymns, the home of the spirits is called Aruanda, which, like many ritual words in Umbanda, has African resonance, sounding much like Luanda, the capital of Angola, or Rwanda, in Central Africa. A hymn that evokes the war god Ogum tells of his coming from Aruanda to save children of Umbanda; when it is time for him to go, the verse is transformed into a report of Ogum’s leaving for Aruanda. As with spirits themselves, many Umbandistas use abstract language in defining the spiritual realm—ether, cosmos, energy, and so on—but in the poetic language of hymns and the words of spirits speaking through mediums, imagery endows Aruanda with sensual substance. For example, one hymn tells us that the singer saw, in the blue morning sky, a star shining—the home of the African deity Oxalá, located in Aruanda. In other hymns the spiritual realm takes the form of Indian villages in the forests; again, poetic imagery imparting shape and sentiment to the abstract and unseeable, “so that our limited minds have something to grab hold of”—that is how Ronaldo explained the seeming contradiction between his definition of Aruanda as the nonmaterial realm of pure spirit and the strikingly sensual images of village, sky, and forest that evoke its presence.

Aruanda, or the astral, is a populous place. The spirits of everyone not now living are there, as are the African deities, the orixás, discussed in a later chapter. It may be a realm devoid of material, ethereal, outside the structures of normal time and space, but it is not without social organization and hierarchy. A spirit belongs to one of a number of legions, also known as falanges, such as the Legion of the Mermaids, or the Legion of the Guarani (referring to a broad family of indigenous Brazilian peoples, the Tupi-Guarani), or the People of Mozambique, and so on. Each of these legions is associated with a number of other legions to form a linha, or line, under the direction of a superior spiritual entity, in most case one of the orixás, such as Iemanjá the sea goddess. Within these groupings there are further subdivisions, and individual spirits are ranked according to degree of spiritual merit. Even in the Infinite, it seems, everyone has her place, her particular niche on the great organizational chart of the Beyond.

While most of the lines are associated with an orixá, an African god, Mari-Carmen belongs to the Oriental Line, as do many other spirits that Dona Luciana works with. Included in the Oriental Line are, among others, Chinese, Japanese, Eskimos, Egyptians, Phoenicians, some Native Americans, Romans and Gaels, and other Europeans: spirits may be immaterial but race and blood, it seems, are essential categories, even in the Beyond. Spirits in the Oriental Line, according to Dona Luciana, are distinguished by their intelligence, refinement, subtlety, and taste: Mari-Carmen, Dona Luciana points out by way of illustration, would never engage in the over-the-top ribaldry (grosseirias) of most pomba-giras. “And just look at those clothes she had me buy for her! How elegant—they cost me a fortune!”

A TAXONOMY OF SPIRITS

Refined though she may be, Mari-Carmen is hardly near the top of the moral hierarchy of spirits. Pomba-giras, like their male counterparts the exus, are certainly beloved and essential to Umbanda—essential because, as they say, “without exu, nothing is done,” and beloved because exus and pomba-giras, like most of us (the interesting ones among us anyway), have their gluttonous, lustful, slothful, envious, wrathful sides and, besides, they are wonderfully humorous. But they are certainly not saints.

Spirits are ranked according to their “degree of evolution.” Besides their regimentation into legions and lines, the spiritual entities that visit Umbanda centers (and some that do not, such as the Catholic saints), also fit into a small number of categories ranked from highest to lowest. Although in practice things are more flexible and ambiguous, the scheme itself is simple and can be briefly described, beginning at the top:

Orixás (and Saints)

The orixás are the African deities, variously presented as mythological characters, forces of nature, vibrations, and essences, which are identified with certain Catholic Saints. These are the most highly evolved spirits; many Umbandistas maintain that they are too elevated to deal directly with earthly beings and so they send instead their emissaries, the caboclos and the pretos velhos (literally, old blacks), to do their work among the human beings who come to Umbanda.

Caboclos

These are generally the spirits of Brazilian Indians, though they need not be. One of Dona Luciana’s caboclos, for example, is a young Portuguese girl, while another is a Spanish crusader. They are strong, brave, moral, and very spiritual—in short, “highly evolved,” as Dona Luciana puts it. They often serve as emissaries of the orixás, even sometimes as stand-ins for the orixás. (I discuss the caboclos and their relationship to the orixás at length in Chapter 5.)

Pretos Velhos

These are usually the spirits of old slaves, though, again, not always; one of Dona Luciana’s pretos velhos is an old Hindu woman with paralyzed legs. I discuss this category at greater length in Chapter 4.

Crianças (spirits of infants and young children)

While the spirits of old slaves and Indians work hard at giving advice and protection, the crianças, like living children, are valued not for their practical contributions but, rather, for the joy, vitality, humor, spontaneity, and naïve







Exus da luz (exus of the light, also called exus batizados,
baptized exus; includes many of the pomba-giras)




Exus das trevas (exus of the shadows)
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